
36

Shape of the City: Making Boston America’s Upwardly Mobile City 

Housing

Housing is a fundamental  

 building block of livable, 

vibrant communities and an adequate 

supply of affordable, safe and 

attractive options assists communities 

in attracting and retaining a diverse 

population and workforce. Physical 

patterns of development—from 

transit-oriented to car-dependent—

reflect and drive a community’s 

social equity and environmental 

sustainability.

VISION 2030: Boston is a model city for 

smart growth and affordability, having 

developed green, high-density, transit-

oriented, diverse housing stock to house a diverse population of students, aging 

boomers, newcomers, individuals and families of all incomes; homelessness and 

blight is nonexistent. 

PROGRESS 2015: Boston’s housing economy is growing faster than any time  

in recent history, but the city is also among the nation’s least affordable.

Having more than recovered from the housing collapse and foreclosure crisis 

associated with the Great Recession, Boston’s housing market is now booming. 

According to the Case Schiller Home Price Index, Greater Boston’s home 

prices increased by 23% since the market bottom in 2009 and by 79% since 

January 2000. 

Despite more than three years of economic recession and stagnation, the city 

of Boston has added more housing units since 2000 than at any other time in 

the last half century, adding more than 20,000 housing units including 6,100 

affordable units and 10,000 new dorm beds through the Leading the Way 10- 

year strategic housing plan. 

The pace of growth and innovation has accelerated. In 2013, Boston introduced 

its first micro-housing units geared toward young professionals, approved the 

first parking-free condo building and approved or broke ground on 114 new 

projects that include the development of 11,706 additional housing units with 

the goal of adding 53,000 by 2030.

 

S&P Case-Schiller Index
Metro-Boston, 2001 – 2013
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A Summary of the Boston Indicators Report 2015

BY THE NUMBERS:

2,561 new units permitted in 2013

3,802 affordable housing units at risk of expiring by 2015

11,000 new dorm beds added since 2000

$1,234 median monthly rent paid by households in Boston

$2,400 median list price for new rental units in Boston

Despite the increasing supply, affordability remains one of 

Boston’s greatest housing challenges, particularly for middle- 

income and extremely low-income households. 

According to the real estate website and data provider Trulia, 

Boston is the nation’s 17th least affordable housing market for the 

middle class—a trend driven by increasing costs and stagnating 

incomes. 

Across Greater Boston, median household income of 

homeowners increased by a mere 0.9% between 1990 and 2013, 

when adjusted for inflation, while housing costs increased by 

16.5%. The situation is equally as bleak, if not worse, for renters, 

whose real income declined by 13.2% while rental costs increased 

by 13%. 

In the city of Boston, 20% of households spend half their income 

or more on housing and Boston’s low-income and working class 

neighborhoods are undergoing rapid price increases. Through 

the first six months of 2013, home list prices rose by 25% in East Boston,  

29% in Dorchester, 35% in Mattapan and 40% in Roxbury. 

While the number of homeless individuals and families in Boston is at record 

levels since the City began its annual homeless census, funding for affordable 

and public housing remains fragile at best, while the cost to build affordable 

units has increased by 49% since 2000, according to the Department of 

Neighborhood Development.

Source: Metropolitan Area Planning Council  

Census tracts with 25% or more households paying 
50% or more of income on housing 

Households Paying 50% or 
More of Income on Housing
2007 – 2011, 5-yr estimate 

20 4 Miles



38

Shape of the City: Making Boston America’s Upwardly Mobile City 

Public Safety 

Public safety is the peace of mind 

that results from the effective 

prevention of and/or response to events 

that endanger individuals and the 

general public with physical, emotional 

or financial harm caused by violent and 

non-violent crime, domestic and street 

violence, cyber-security and terrorism. 

The sector consists of the criminal justice 

system and law enforcement agencies, as 

well as first responders, neighborhood 

crime watch groups, youth- and street-

workers, and community- and faith-

based organizations. 

VISION 2030: Boston’s collaborative 

public/private approach promotes safety at home and on the street through a model 

of prevention and rehabilitation; every public and private place in Boston—home, 

school, work, transit—is a haven from violence and environmentally safe; all youth 

are connected to jobs and their community; quality of life crime has declined and 

violent crime is virtually nonexistent.

PROGRESS 2015: Boston stands as a national model for crime reduction and 

emergency preparedness and resilience, yet the daily threat of urban violence 

disproportionately impacts a few neighborhoods and a growing population of 

disconnected youth.

The tragic bombing of the 2013 Boston Marathon revealed the full extent 

of Boston’s preparedness and resilience in the face of a large-scale attack. 

Designated as a Federal Urban Area Security Initiative since 2003, the 

City of Boston’s Homeland Security Funding from the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency increased to $17.5 million in 2013—up 60% from the 

$10.8 million awarded in 2012. 

Boston also continues to be a national model for urban violence prevention 

more than a decade removed from the Boston Miracle of the 1990’s. Between 

2000 and 2012, Boston’s violent and property crime rates declined by 36% and 

40%, respectively, according to FBI Uniform Crime Statistics. A trend that 

continued in the remaining years with Part 1 crime down 22% year to date 

through March 2015, according to the Boston Police Department. 

Crime Reported by 
Boston Police Department 

1990 – 2012

Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reporting Statistics 
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BY THE NUMBERS:

332 Neighborhod Watch Groups as of 2015

38.6% share of 16 to 21 year olds employed in 2012

15.4% of BPS high school students reported carrying a weapon on at least one day in the past month

116,637 emergency medical incidents responded by Boston EMS in 2013

Boston’s youth crime rates are also comparatively lower than or equal to the 

nation’s, at 218 property crimes and 170 violent crimes per 100,000, compared 

to the national averages of 893 and 170, respectively. Also the share of Boston’s 

teens who report carrying a weapon has fallen from 10% in 1993 to less than 

4% in 2011.

New advances in technology have augmented opportunities for community 

engagement, with the city’s Citizen Connect application logging more than 

58,000 quality of life reports in 2013. The technology supplements traditional 

community efforts, such as the 364 crime watch groups in existence 

throughout the city.

Despite the overall decline in crime, the number of citywide shootings has 

remained consistent at about 300 annually and violence remains highly 

concentrated in a few key neighborhoods of Boston. Of the 40 homicides 

recorded from January 1 through December 31, 2013, 25 occurred in districts 

B-2 and B-3 covering Roxbury and Mattapan. And the total number of 

homocides increased from 40 in 2013 to 45 in 2014.

Disparities in education and employment opportunity may put some of 

Boston’s youth at risk. While a study by the Measure of America found Boston 

to have the nation’s lowest rate of disconnected youth with just 9% of 16- to 24- 

year-olds not in school and not working, the rates climb to as high as 16.3% in 

Mission Hill and Roxbury and 17.6% in East Boston.

 
Boston’s Youth 

Age 16 to 19 years old
2012

Source: American Community Survey 
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Technology is the development 

and use of tools, methods 

and skills to achieve a goal. New 

technologies change our relationship 

to the natural world and to the 

ways in which we live, work, 

connect and create. Technological 

innovation drives such fields as 

communications, transportation, 

construction, manufacturing, 

health care, biotech and robotics, 

nanotechnology, fossil fuel extraction 

and renewable energy generation.

VISION 2030: Technology and 

innovation remain Boston’s key competitive economic edge, attracting and retaining 

workers, driving development of new industries and providing solutions to the 

globe’s biggest challenges; all children have access to technology for learning; WiFi is 

universally available; information technology enhances the lives of its residents, who 

use it to build community, to prepare for good 21st century jobs, and to make informed 

personal and political choices.

PROGRESS 2015: Boston remains a global leader in technology and innovation 

though emerging challenges in the digital divide and the talent pipeline may threaten 

our competitive advantage.

Boston continues to play an outsized role in the nation’s and the globe’s 

innovation economy, ranking 4th among 133 cities in the 2014 Innovation 

Cities Global Index, a comparison using 445 indicators of the innovation 

economy, and ranked 6th globally among the best places for startups based 

on company performance, funding, talent, infrastructure and entrepreneurial 

mindset, according to the Startup Genome 2012 report. Metro Boston ranked 

6th nationally in patent filings with an annual average of 3,965 from 2007 to 

2011 and ranks 5th nationally in the number of workers in Computer and 

Mathematical occupations.

The Innovation District has strengthened Boston’s brand as an urban 

innovation incubator, having already attracted 5,000 new jobs in companies 

ranging from large-scale pharma to small start-ups in emerging industries. 

According to the District, more than 25% of new companies have 10 or fewer 

Technology

Computer & Mathematical 
Occupation Employment, 

Top US Metro’s, 2012

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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BY THE NUMBERS:

170,047 computer sessions logged at the Boston Public Library in Q2 2014

27 Timothy Smith Technology Centers across Boston’s neighborhoods

396 city data sets available on the City of Boston Data Portal

2.9 students per computer in Boston Public Schools

employees and 21% are in creative industries such as green tech, life sciences 

and design.

Boston has also emerged as a leader in the field of civic technology. 

A booming ecosystem—including the Mayor’s Office for New Urban 

Mechanics, the Code for America Boston brigade and a number of emerging 

startups—are innovating technology designed to spur civic engagement 

and community action, improve communities and make government more 

effective and accessible. 

However, a number of indicators signal that the region’s advantage may be  

at risk. In 2012, Boston lost its longtime position as the East Coast frontrunner 

on the Startup Genome ranking to New York, to which it briefly ceded first 

place in venture capital funding as well.

Lagging outcomes and disparities in STEM education threaten Boston’s 

talent advantage. Just 47% of BPS 10th graders scored Proficient in Science/

Technology on the MCAS, compared to 71% statewide. BPS has improved the 

number of students taking AP STEM—particularly among students of color 

and girls—but those scoring at a college-ready level are overwhelmingly 

white, Asian and male.

Though smartphones have substantially narrowed the digital divide, 

Boston’s tech equity gaps likely mirror those found to be growing nationally 

by age, income and educational attainment, according to the Pew Research 

Internet Project.

 

BPS Advanced Placement Test 
Takers & Outcomes 

2013

Source: Department of Elementary & Secondary Education
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Transportation

Transportation is is the 

multimodal network of cars, 

roads, bicycles, sidewalks, bridges, 

waterways, airports, rail lines 

and passenger busses, subways 

and trains that drive the region’s 

economy and connectivity, bringing 

people to work, children to school, 

and tourists to visit and enabling the 

export of ideas, goods and services. 

VISION 2030: Boston has developed 

a seamless, affordable, efficient transit 

system of roadways, subways, zero-

emission buses and a T system that 

reaches every neighborhood and is connected by the Urban Ring; all residents live and 

work within a 10 minute walk of public transit; there are more hybrid/low-emission 

cars than traditional cars in Boston.

PROGRESS 2015: Boston is moving closer to “car free” viability with major 

investments in walking, biking and transit, but structural debt, deferred maintenance 

and fragile funding threaten the ability to provide affordable, equitable service.

Since the completion of the car-centric “Big Dig,” Boston has undergone 

something of a transportation renaissance, investing in an integrated multi-

modal transportation system linking public transit to new walking and biking 

options. The MBTA serves an average of 1.2 to 1.4 million riders on a weekly 

basis, making it the nation’s 4th largest public transit system by ridership. As 

of 2013 Boston’s transportation infrastructure included 61.5 miles of bike lanes 

and Hubway had logged more than 533,000 trips

Boston ranks 2nd only to New York City in the share of non-car commuters, 

with 53% of workers walking, biking or riding public transit to work and 

was named the nation’s 3rd best city for public transit and 5th best for biking, 

according to 2014 WalkScore.

The expansion of the Fairmount Line, the Green Line Extension and the 

addition of over 90 miles of bike lanes and weekend late night services are 

providing access to many of the region’s most transit-dependent neighborhods 

and bolstering Boston’s brand as a 24-hour city. 
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BY THE NUMBERS:

466,000 households located within ½ mile of an MBTA station

28.7 minutes average travel time to work

44% of BPS students live within their school’s walk zone

10,244 vehicle miles traveled per Boston household

Improved transit options and expansion of innovative 

rideshare models like Zipcar, Uber and Lyft enable more 

residents to go car-free. While Boston’s population increased 

by roughly 30,000 between 2008 and 2013, the number of 

registered cars declined by about 50,000. 

Despite the broad expanse of Boston’s public transit system, 

fundamental challenges persist, particularly in the areas 

of equity, maintenance and funding. Workers in Roxbury, 

Dorchester and Mattapan remain disproportionately 

dependent on bus travel and as many as 20% of workers 

spend 60 minutes or more commuting to work—double  

the city-wide average commute time. 

Increased ridership has also pushed the aging MBTA system 

to its brink, with 20% of all T vehicles beyond their useful 

life, according to research by Northeastern University’s 

Dukakis Center for Urban & Regional Planning.

Compounding the increased demand and decaying supply is the system’s 

fragile fiscal health, the consequences of which were exposed following the 

catastrophic snowfall during winter 2015. While in 2009 budget estimates 

to update the MBTA to a “state of good repair” totaled $3.1 billion, as of 

late 2015 the total cost of updating the T’s tracks, trains, stations and other 

infrastructure more than doubled to an estimated $7.3 billion.

Source: American Community Survey 

20% or more of households 
have a 60min+ commute to work 

Hour-Long Comute Times in Boston
2008 – 2012, 5-yr estimate

0 2 4 Miles



44

Shape of the City: Making Boston America’s Upwardly Mobile City 

About the Boston Indicators Project

The Boston Indicators Project is an initiative of the Boston Foundation that offers new ways to understand Boston 
and its neighborhoods in a regional, national and global context. The Project aims to democratize access to data and 
information, foster informed public discourse, track progress on shared civic goals and report on change in 10 sectors: 
Civic Vitality, Cultural Life & the Arts, Economy, Education, Energy & Environment, Health, Housing, Public Safety, 
Technology, and Transportation.

Through the Boston Indicators Project website, visitors can track change and progress on more than 150 indicators 
through cutting-edge, interactive visualizations and access the data behind these visualizations.

Every two years, a major report is published that focuses on the full array of Boston’s accomplishments and the 
challenges based on data, reviews of recent research and input from expert and community stakeholder convenings. 
The Project also produces special reports on critical topics, such as poverty and education. 

2000 	 The Wisdom of Our Choices: Progress, Change and Sustainability—Provides baseline data for the height 
of Boston’s high-tech boom, and warns of the regional knowledge economy’s disparate effect on 
more- and less-well educated Boston residents.

2002 	 Creativity and Innovation: A Bridge to the Future—Emphasizes post-recession Boston’s creative 
economy assets and the challenge of talent retention in a high-cost city and region. 

2004 	 Thinking Globally/Acting Locally: A Regional Wake Up Call—Notes intensifying global competition for 
talent and jobs and the need for a coherent response.

2006 	 A Time Like No Other: Charting the Course of the Next Revolution—Details Boston’s outsized historic 
and current role in the world and seven crisis/opportunity pairs that, together, reframe Boston’s 
challenges as the foundation for future growth.

2008	 Boston’s Education Pipeline: A Report Card—A comprehensive view of the entire arc of Boston’s system 
of educational opportunities and outcomes.

2009 	 A Great Reckoning: Healing a Growing Divide—Highlights rising income inequality in Boston and the 
region and its harmful effects.

2011 	 The Measure of Poverty—A short report on poverty in Boston over the last two decades and today.

2012 	 City of Ideas: Reinventing Boston’s Innovation Economy—Shows that standard economic indicators 
don’t tell us everything we need to know about equity and prosperity in Boston’s post-recession 
innovation economy.

2014 	 Taking Stock: Five Years of Structural Change in Boston’s Public Schools—A snapshot of changes 
in Boston’s K-12 public education landscape after five years of reform showing the growth of 
autonomous schools and the impact on student learning and achievement. 

The Boston Indicators Project also collaborates with the Metropolitan Area Planning Council on the MetroBoston 
DataCommon, an interactive data portal and mapping tool that is a resource for all those seeking to better understand 
how the region and its communities are changing, and help residents, planners, city and town officials, educators, and 
journalists explore options and make informed decisions through data.

For more information, visit: bostonindicators.org
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